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GOVERNOR COLES- AUTOBIOGRAPHY. 



Letter from Governor Edward Coles to the Late Sena- 
tor W. 0. Flagg— Early Settlements in Madison 

County. 

Honorable N. G. Flagg of Moro hands us the following 
autograph letter to his father, the late Senator W. C. 
Flagg, from Governor Coles, under date of March, 1861. 
It seems at that time, Mr. Flagg, Sr., was engaged in 
collecting data of the early settlement of Madison county, 
and wrote to Governor Coles, then living in Philadelphia, 
for certain information and for facts concerning himself. 
The letter is a valuable contribution to the early history 
of Illinois from one of the chief actors therein. It is as 
follows : 

Philadelphia, March 28, 1861. 
Dear Sir— A pleuritic attack and other afflictions have 
prevented, and will prevent, my making as speedy and 
full an answer as I would otherwise have done to your 
letter of the 1st inst., in which was enclosed a printed 
circular containing enquiries from a committee of which 
you are a member, appointed by the Illinois Historical 
Society to collect information of the county of Madison. 
This I regret not being able to do in a full and satisfac- 
tory manner, in consequence of the state of my health, 
and, above all, from the want of access here to documents 
which would refresh my memory, and enable me to con- 
form more explicitly to your request. In this state of 
things I can only say, in marrying a Philadelphia lady 
in 1833, 1 was induced to change my Illinois residence for 
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hers in this city. On my doing so, and believing the 
books, pamphlets, printed and manuscript papers which 
I had assiduously collected in relation to Illinois, would 
be more valuable in that state than elsewhere, I deter- 
mined, on leaving it, to make a present of them to the 
Historical Society at Alton, which had paid me the com- 
pliment of making me an honorary member. At the soli- 
citation of my friend, the Rev. J. M. Peck, who was then 
engaged, as he told me, in collecting materials for writ- 
ing the history of Illinois, I loaned them to him, with the 
expressed understanding that after using them for that 
purpose they were to be delivered to that society in my 
name. "While in his possession his house, with much of 
his extensive library, was burnt, including a portion of 
the books and papers I loaned to him—what portion I 
never learned, nor have I been informed by Mr. Peck, 
or his heirs since his death, nor by the society that any- 
thing had been delivered, much less which of the particu- 
lar books and documents I loaned him. This can be 
ascertained from the Alton Society, or if not satisfactory 
from that source, from the heirs of Mr. Peck. There is 
among the volumes loaned a file of the Illinois Intelli- 
gencer from I think soon after the establishment of the 
Illinois Territory, to about the year 1834 bound in 
volumes. It may also be of service for me here to add 
that I gave to the library of the Secretary of State a 
volume of the Edwardsville Spectator, which included 
the four years I served as Governor. Those files of news- 
papers, especially the last from its having been printed 
in the county, must contain much that is of interest about 
Madison. At the request of Josiah Meigs, then commis- 
sioner of the General Land Office at Washington, I made 
him monthly reports for the years 1820, 21, 22, when I 
was Register of the Land Office at Edwardsville on the 
temperature, climate and production of Illinois, copies 
of which I retained and delivered to Mr. Peck for the 
Historical Society of Alton. If these papers have been 
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preserved they will furnish you information particularly 
in reply to the 10th, 11th and 12th questions contained in 
your printed circular. If the books and papers delivered 
to Mr. Peck for the Historical Society of Alton have not 
been burnt or lost, you will find much valuable informa- 
tion in them, as well about the county as the state. In 
exploring and traveling over the country, which I did to a 
great extent, I availed myself of every opportunity of 
collecting not only verbal, but printed and manuscript in- 
formation in relation to its natural and early history, the 
most valuable parts of which I carefully preserved and 
delivered over as above described. Not content with this, 
I addressed a kind of circular to the most prominent and 
enlightened of the old inhabitants, propounding questions 
to them, in relation to the early history of Ilinois and 
Missouri. From their being illiterate, and having an 
aversion to the use of their pens, they did not comply with 
my request, but some of them sent me messages ex- 
pressive of their willingness to impart verbally any in- 
formation they possessed. The only man who replied 
to me with zeal and ability was Col. Aug. Chouteau of St. 
Louis, who wrote me a very long and highly interesting 
communication, but as it related to the Indians and to 
Missouri it is foreign to your enquiries. In answer to 
your questions of a personal character I will briefly state 
that: 

I was born in Albemarle county, Virginia, on the 15th 
Dec. 1786. "V^Tiile at William and Mary College I imbibed 
the belief that man could not of right hold property in 
his fellow man and under this conviction determined to 
remove the chain of slavery and to emigrate to and re- 
side with my colored people in one of the new free states 
or territories. The war with England then brewing de- 
pressed matters to such a degree that I could not effect 
a sale of the land I inherited. While thus striving to 
effect my object, President Madison, soon after entering 
upon the duties of his office, very unexpectedly to me, 
made me his secretary. The existence of the war, and the 
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difficulty of selling and, when sold of collecting the money, 
made me remain in this situation for six years. On 
peace being made I resigned the secretaryship and set 
out for the western country to seek a permanent home in 
Ohio, Indiana, or Illinois. Although peace had been de- 
clared for months with England, it had not been made 
with the Indians on my first visit to Illinois in Oct., 1815. 
To show you the state of things when I entered Illinois, 
T was assured at Vincennes that there were no houses of 
accommodation on the way, and moreover, that it was 
not safe from Indian massacre, to go from there directly 
west to St. Louis, but that I would have to go by way of 
Shawneetown and Kaskaskia. This I did, and passed 
up from the latter town through the comparatively old 
and thick French and American settlements up to Madi- 
son, then a frontier county which had but recently been 
laid out, and its seat of justice (Edwardsville) located 
on Thos. Kirkpatrick's farm. There was but one small 
log cabin on the site of the old town of Edwardsville, and 
that having no person in it when I passed, and seeing no 
marks showing the town had been laid out, I passed on 
the road over the site without knowing I had done so. 
At the creek at the north end of the intended county town 
was a small mill which together with its dam was in such, 
a dilapidated state as not to admit of its being then used. 
I passed on through Batton's prairie, where then resided 
several families, to the banks of the Mississippi river, 
where there was a small improvement made at the outlet 
of a rivulet on the south of where Alton was afterwards 
located. I was told there were then but four or five 
families residing to the north of that. From this point 
I descended through the American Bottom to St. Louis. 
After examining the surrounding country, and making 
a purchase of land, I yielded to a desire I had to see the 
descent and outlet to the ocean of the country I intended 
to make my permanent home, and went to New Orleans, 
and from thence passed on through the seaboard country 
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to my mother ^s who resided on my native spot in Va. 
Soon after I reached Virginia, President Madison pre- 
vailed on me to go to Russia in a ship of war on special 
business for the government. I was absent more than 
a year in Europe. On my return to America I paid a 
visit to my relations and then proceeded to Illinois, 
where I occupied myself in exploring the country, and 
several times extending my tours to a considerable dis- 
tance beyond the settlements. The next winter I went to 
the eastward, and when I returned in the spring, having 
at last collected my debt, I was enabled to bring with me 
my colored people, whose expenses I paid, and gave each 
family a quarter section of land as compensation for the 
delay in bringing them from Virginia. I hired some of 
them to work a farm I owned near Edwardsville, the 
others hired themselves in Illinois and St. Louis. About 
this time a vacancy occurred in the place of Receiver of 
the Land Office at Edwardsville, to which President Mon- 
roe appointed me. This office I held from 1819 till I was 
elected Governor in 1822. While serving as Governor 
and residing at the seat of government (Vandalia) a 
tempestuous prairie fire consumed the houses and all the 
improvements on my farm near Edwardsville. This, 
with my marriage and consequent removal from Illinois, 
terminated my favorite life of a farmer. I should like to 
expatiate on the great excitement and our consequent 
labors at the times of my election, and especially at the 
succeeding election two years afterwards to prevent Illi- 
nois from being made a slave holding state. The longer 
I live the more I see and hear of the disgraceful proceed- 
ings of the present day, the more pleasing the consolation 
I feel in reflecting on the efforts and agency I had 
in our successful labors in the cause of freedom, and 
against the curse of slavery and its extension over the 
lovely state of Illinois. But I must stop or my nervous 



64 

headache, always made worse by writing, will drive me 
mad. Give my respects to Mr. Churchill and any other 
of the few old friends and acquaintances I have yet living 
in Madison county. 

I am with great respect and regard truly your, 

Edwabd Coles. 

W. C. Flagg, Esq., Moro, Madison county. His. 



